

by SFC Karen Polston

The deserts of New Mexico are hot and arid.
Small, sparse vegetation dots the flat countryside.
There's no water in sight. Because there's no ocean,
sea, lake or even a puddle for miles around, it's the
last place you'd expect to find the Navy.

Yet, amazingly in the middle of the desert at
White Sands Missile Range, an Army-managed in-
stallation, there are sailors and oven a land-locked
vessel, the USS Desert Ship.

This desert Navy makes up the Naval Ordnance
Missile Test Station, (NOMTH), which has been part
of the range since* Juno 1946 when it, was establish-
ed to test and research captured World War II Ger-
man V-2 rockets,

The rocket research program continues today with
two launch complexes dedicated to supporting
NASA, the Naval Research Laboratory, the Air
Force Geophysics Laboratory, and various domestic
and foreign universities, according to Omdr. G.D.
Love, executive officer of NOMTS.

"Our mission is to conduct and support the assign-
ed Navy guided missiles rocket, gun, and directed
energy programs. We do ground flight tests, supply
the targets, evaluate the* tests and schedule range
testing dates,'1 Love stated.

"In 1984, NOMTS merged with the Navy High
Energy Laser Program Office Detachment to begin
testing directed energy weapons systems," Love con-
tinued. "With the Mid-Infrared Advanced Chemical
Laser, (MIRACL), the free world's most powerful
chemical laser, NOMTS also supports the Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) program. In 1985, the con-
struction of the beam director was completed. This
beam director accepts the light beam from the laser
and directs the beam to the target."

What's it like being a sailor on the desert? Petty
Officer 1st Class Jeffrey W. Hanson, a gunner's
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mate, enjoys the job. "I'm not really crazy about the
area, but the research and technology I work with is
incredible. As a gunner's mate, I assist in the
assembly, testing and firing of the Standard missile.

"The USS Desert Ship was built in 1953 and has
the same fire control and weapons systems that
would be found in a modern surface combatant
ship," Hanson explained. "This land-locked vessel is
capable of test firing the Standard missile and our
five-inch, 54-caliber munitions in support of tests."

Petty Officer 1st Class Bradley Schild, an elec-
tronics technician, said, "As an electronics techni-
cian, I work with the target drones that are used
during the tests. The drones are equipped with
highly technical electronic systems in their 'nose'
compartments. The electronics technicians make
sure this equipment is functioning properly and
prepare the drones for various tests.

"I enjoy the desert duty because it allows me to be
home with my family every night. I love the Navy,
but if I was stationed in Norfolk, Va., on a ship, I'm
sure I would go to sea for months at a time. As part
of the 'desert Navy,' I'm home for dinner every
night. It's great for the family life," Schild
explained.

According to Petty Officer 2nd Class Dan Ryan, a
fire controlman, "It's rather odd being Navy on an
Army post. The two services have minor differences
that take some getting used to. For instance, in the
Navy, we raise our flags at 8 a.m. and lower them
at sunset. The Army raises their flags at sunrise
and lowers them at 5 p.m. It's nothing major, just
different."

Whatever the differences, the "desert Navy"
sailors make their presence known. Although the
arid terrain of White Sands Missile Range is the
last place one would expect to find the Navy, sailors
operating,the USS Desert Ship continue their efforts
in developing and testing weapons of the future.Olmonary
